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C H A R L E S

A.

R E N T F R O *

THE HOUSE
OF BREAD
Events in it shaped the course of history

T

his is the story of ancient Beyth
Lecherriy known among English-speaking people as Bethlehem, or “House o f B read ”
From my early youth, nearly 90
years ago, I have had a special place
in my heart for the men and women
who bequeathed us its legacy.
Coincidentally, bread figures
prominently in my early memories
of Adventist work in Portugal. My
parents, Clarence and Mary Haskell
Rentfro, a ministerial-nurse team,
pioneered the Adventist work there
in 1904-1917. Our home on Rua da
Boa Vista in Porto, the country’s second largest city, was located on the
top floor o f a building that also
housed, on the second floor, the
small Adventist congregation, its
location dictated in part by Portu-

gal’s intolerant church-dominated
politics.
Here, from time to time, new
believers sat around our table as we
shared both physical and spiritual
bread. During our mission in Portugal, we also cast our bread from our
fourth-floor window. Here’s that
story:
During the winter of 1911-1912,
storms lashed Portugal’s rocky north
coast. Boisterous waves often prevented fishermen from launching
their high-prowed Phoenician-like
fishing smacks. Sardine fishnets
were stored ashore. Many idled men
were unable to provide bread for

*Charles A. Rentfroy a retired missionary; resides in Avon Parky Florida.

42

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University,

1

Submission to Perspective Digest

(top) From his family’s apartment on the top floor of
this building on Rua da Boa Vista in Porto, Portugal’s second largest city, the youthful Charles Rentfro threw bread to hungry fishermen.
(left) Charles and Sylvia Rentfro in a 1994 picture.

their families, while schools of fish
lay hidden in quieter ocean depths.
Some of the hungry fishermen
walked the weary miles from the
coast into Porto. Wearing foulweather rubberized gear of black
hoods and capes, they trudged

through rain-soaked cobbled streets.
As they moved along the sidewalk
below our quarters, they imitated
the doleful sounds of wintery gales,
crying “Oooh! Oooh! Da-nos pao>
pelo amor de Deus” (“Give us bread,
for the love of God”).
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hem at the beginning o f barley harvest”— about early April. Because
the aging Naomi was unable to work
in the fields, Ruth, still young and
strong, sought a way to support
them.
A centuries-old welfare system,
handed down from God to Moses,
still prevailed in the land: “‘You shall
not wholly reap the corners of your
field, nor shall you gather the gleanings of your harvest, . . . you shall
leave them for the poor and the
stranger’” (Lev. 19:9, 10).
Ruth the Moabite had converted
to Judaism. She loved the God of her
husband and his Hebrew kin. Having learned that the socio-economic
statutes found in the Leviticus
scrolls qualified her and Naomi for
welfare (she was “poor and a
stranger” and both she and Naomi
were widows), she slipped out of
Bethlehem to search for nearby
fields of barley and wheat that were
still being harvested. The account
relates that “she happened to come
to the part of the field belonging to

I recall asking my mother for
bread to share with them. I would
toss loaves from our window and
watch the fishermen catch them in
their ample capes.
Perhaps it was these experiences
that led me to read and reread the
history of the original “House of
Bread,” found in the ancient Book of
Ruth. The story centers around
events precipitated by a famine that
troubled the land in the days of the
Judges, who held court from some
300 years after Joshuas conquest of
Canaan to King Saul’s reign in 1050
B.C.
“A certain man of Bethlehem,
Judah,” says the story, “went to
sojourn in the country of Moab.” We
would call him a refugee seeking
bread enough to feed his family.
There, after he and two sons died,
his widow, Naomi, “heard that the
Lord had visited His people in giving
them bread.”**
To hear was to act, and so it was
that Naomi and her Moabite daughter-in-law, Ruth, “came to Bethle-

The pioneer missionary family Rentfro in 1907. The photograph was taken on January 6 in Lisbon, Portugal. Mary Haskell Rentfro holds daughter Marian, born on August 27,1906; threeyear-old Charles beams approvingly, while father Clarence E. looks suitably ministerial. The
Rentfros, at the request of the General Conference, sailed from New York on Sept. 10,1904,
arriving in Lisbon on September 26. Charles was then eight months old. When they arrived,
there were no Adventists in Portugal. When they moved to Brazil in 1917, they left two
churches (Lisbon and Porto), with about 85 members. Today, 92 years after their arrival, some
8,000 members worship in 100 churches, including congregations in the Azores and Madeira
Island.
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B o a z a wealthy man, an admirer of
diligent labor, and a true Hebrew
God-fearing believer. He greeted
Ruth kindly, praising her for having
dealt well with Naomi and having
left Moab to dwell in Israel to worship the Lord God, “‘under whose
wings you have come for refuge.’”
Could it have been love at first
sight? The curious and diligent reader
can find clues in the Book of Ruth, a
romantic account inserted among
stories of good and bad judges, kingly
records, and detailed chronicles of
valor and conquests.
When Ruth came home with an
ephah (about six gallons) of barley, a
surprised Naomi asked where she
had gleaned. “In Boaz’s field,”
answered Ruth. “Why, Boaz is a near
kinsman,” exclaimed Naomi, and
urged Ruth to return to his field.
Ruth followed her advice, gleaning
until the very end of the barley and
wheat harvest. Bethlehem had
proved true to its name— “House of
Bread.”
There is still, as Paul Harvey says,
“the rest of the story.” Naomi suggests ways in which Ruth can win
Boaz’s favor and, as Hebrew law provided, redeem her deceased husband’s inheritance, which had been
sold during the famine. Inheritance
rights included purchase by redemption and marrying the nearest of
kin.
Ruth employed a beguiling bit of
feminine artifice— known and prac-

ticed countless times through the
ages by young women o f many
names— to elicit a proposal of marriage from Boaz. With the legal complication of a nearer kinsman settled, Boaz and Ruth were married.
Ruth bore him a son, to whom was
given the name Obed. Obed became
the father of Jesse, whose youngest
son, David, eventually was crowned
king of Israel. From this royal line
came Jesus, son of Mary by the Holy
Spirit, in the days o f Herod the
Great.
As I traveled by bus through
Israel a few years ago, I recalled those
years of millennia ago in which Boaz
and Ruth lived and worked among
the rolling hills and fertile valleys.
There David had been anointed by
Samuel as he prepared to assume his
kingly rights after Saul’s death. And
there, too, in the “House of Bread”
was born One who could truly say
“‘I am the bread o f life.’” And by His
death on a Roman cross and a victorious resurrection, Jesus, the Great
Redeemer, o f whom Boaz was a
type, bought back the inheritance
His treasured people had forfeited
through sin.
It’s a story my parents never tired
of telling the Portuguese fishermen
who came to look upon our home in
Porto as the “House of Bread.”
□*

**Bible quotations are taken from the New
King James Version.
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